Historic,  archived  document 

Do  not  assume  content  reflects  current 
scientific  knowledge,  policies,  or  practices. 


v> 


United  States  Department  of  the  Interior 
Bureau  of  Biological  Survey 


Wildlife  Leaflet  BS-155 


'Washington,  D.  C. 


U.  S.  F.  S.hE^z   i 
UBRARY 

MAY'U  HAG 


March  194C 


RAISING  MEALWORMS 
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Division  of  Wildlife  Research 


Mealworms  are  the  larval  form  of  a  common  beetle  Tenebrio  molitor , 
a  pest  of  flour,  meal,  grain,  and  related  products.   They  vary  in  size 
from  the  very  small,  newly  hatched  larvae  to  those  approximately  an 
inch  in  length,  the  latter  being  about  ready  to  go  into  the  intermediate 
or  pupal  stage  from  which  they  later  emerge  as  adult  beetles  ready  to 
mate  and  lay  eggs. 

Readily  accepted  by  nearly  all  insect-eating  birds,  mealworms  are 
the  mainstay  of  aviculturists  desiring  an  easily  obtainable  supply  of 
live  food,  and  form  an  important  staple  of  diet  for  various  kinds  of  in- 
sectivorous mammals,  amphibians,  reptiles,  and  fishes  in  captivity.   Meal- 
worms constitute  too  rich  a  food  for  cage  birds,  however,  except  as  a  sup- 
plement to  the  regular  diet.   In  general,  for  birds  of  thrush  size,  4  to 
6  mealworms  a  day  are  sufficient,  birds  of  smaller  or  larger  size  being 
fed  in  proportion.   Dealers  in  pets  frequently  sell  mealworms  at  moderate 
prices,  but  private  individuals,  whose  demand  for  them  warrants  the  nec- 
essary time  and  trouble,  may  easily  raise  these  insects  at  home.   The  fol- 
lowing suggestions  cover  the  culture  essentials: 

An  initial  supply  may  be  purchased  from  dealers,  or  obtained  under 


lcocc  beards  or  in  pil 


grain  Backs  from  either  flour  mills  or  in- 


fested household  or  barn  supplies  of  flour,  meal,  or  shorts.   At  the  start, 
it  is  sufficient  to  prepare  but  one  shallow  box  or  tray,  which  should  be 
half  filled  with  fine  meal  or  flour  with  the  addition  of  middlings  or 
bran.  A  little  course  material,  such  as  scraps  of  cloth,  leather,  or 
wrinkled  paper,  will  assist  in  preventing  the  meal  from  packing  too  solidly. 
To  prevent  the  formation  of  mold,  which  might  be  fatal  to  the  colony,  pr 
ventilation  and  a  fairly  even  temperature  are  essential.   A  good  grade  of 
cheesecloth  tied  over  the  tray  will  provide  ventilation  while  prevent 
the  escape  of  the  adult  beetles.   If  a  wooden  tray  is  used,  a  2- inch  i\ 
of  sheet  metal  must  be  securely  nailed  to  the  inside  walls  above  the  meal 
mixture  to  prevent  the  insects  from  escaping  by  crawling  over  the  s:.  I  . 

Water  need  not  be  supplied  in  quantity,  but  some  moisture  is  neces- 
sary.  This  may  bo  provided  by  the  addition  of  succulent  foods,  a 
of  raw  potatoes,  carrots,  ripe  apples,  or  banana  peels,  , 


placed  lightly  on  the  surface  of  the  mixture  and  slightly  dampened  every 
few  days,  to  serve  the  double  purpose  of  supplying  moisture  and  of  en- 
ticing the  mealworms  to  the  surface,  where- they  may  be  picked  up  and  of- 
fered to  the  "birds  without  disturbing  the  colony. 

After  the  tra.y  has  been  prepared  and  the  mealworms  added,  the  tray 
should  remain  undisturbed  for  several  weeks  to  allow  the  larvae  to  de- 
velop.  The  larger  ones  will  then  have  changed  into  the  pale,  legless, 
pupal  stage.   The  colony  should  then  he  prepared  for  expansion.  A  little 
bran  may  be  sprinkled  on  the  surface  of  the  mixture  and  a  few  pieces  of 
apple  and  carrot  added,  followed  "oj   a  second  sprinkling  of  bran.  A  close 
watch  should  be  kept  for  several  weeks  until  a  number  of  adult  beetles  ap- 
pear. 

Three  additional  trays  should,  then  be  provided,  prepared  with  the  same 
food  mixture  as  in  the  original.   The. adult  beetles  and  pupal  forms  may  be 
placed  in  one  of  these  and  all  middle-sized  to  large  mealworms  in  another, 
leaving  none  but  the  very  yotmg  larvae  in  the  original  tray.   As  soon  as 
the  young  have  grown  sufficiently  to  be  handled,  they  should  be  transfer- 
red to  the  third  freshly  prepared  tray;  the  original  one  should  then  be 
cleaned  and  scoured  for  future  use.   There  will  now  he  on  hand  (l)  a  tray 
containing  adult  beetles  and  pupae,  (2)  a  tray  containing  larger  mealworms 
changing  into  the  pupal  stage,  and  (3)  a  tray  containing  small  mealworms 
still  growing. 

Once  the  cycle  has  been  started  as  thus  described,  it  is  a  simple  mat- 
ter to  transfer  the  newly  developed  adult  beetles,  pupae,  and  larger  worms 
to  fresh  trays  at  regilar  intervals,  thus  providing  a  clean,  freshly  pre- 
pared food  mixture  for  the  proper  growth  of  each  set  of  newly  hatched  young. 
This  method  of  handling  also  provides  for  a  periodic  cleaning  of  old,  worn- 
out  mixtures  "before  they  have  a  chance  to  become  foul.   In  addition,  keep- 
ing larvae  in  two  or  more  containers  prevents  loss  of  the  colony  if  an  epi- 
zootic should  develop  in  one  of  the  lots. 


Mealworms  can  frequently  he  obtained  from  local  pet  stores  and  from 
wholesalers.   A  list'  of  the  latter  is  appended.   It  has  been  prepared  for 
the  information  of  correspondents,  but  the  inclusion  of  names  implies  no 
endorsement  as  to  o^uality  or  prices.   Names  of  \tfholesale  dealers  will  he 
added  to  the  list  upon  notification  to  the  Biological  Survey  that  they  are 
prepared  to  deliver  regularly  the  item  concerned. 

S.  E.  Abemathy,  2226  McGee  Avenue,  Berkeley,  Calif. 

E.  E.  Carpenter,  157  West  4th  Street,  Redwood  Falls,  Minn. 

George' s.  Aviaries,  532  West  79th  Street,  Los  Angeles,  Calif. 


